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entirely new methods of effort reporting. Fortunately, the revised circular allows some flexibility to experiment in this regard.
Another key move to improve accountability processes was the issuance of OMB Circular A-110 in 1976.5  Its purpose was to standardize and simplify federal grant requirements. Before then, agencies had separate, often different, sometimes conflicting requirements, which sorely complicated the universities' ability to ensure compliance and the investigators' ability to manage research.
Other changes have been and are being made in federal audit processes used in universities. One of the audit agencies (DOD) is completing the pilot phase of a shift to auditing universities' management systems rather than individual contracts.  The federal government appears to be moving to reduce its auditing of university expenditures and to concentrate instead on sectors in which misuse of funds is more likely. Under one proposal, universities, rather than being audited by federal auditors, would be required to arrange for an annual audit of their federal expenditures by an outside party, probably in accord with federal specifications. The frequency and scope of these audits is currently being discussed, along with the costs and who shall pay them. A shift to third-party audit will not reduce costs unless the scope and frequency of the audit are modified.
University concerns in these developments focus on their continuing need for accountability requirements suited to their work and organization, the cost of accountability processes, and the need to limit agencies' latitude to interpret federal cost and management principles (Circulars A-21 and A-110) more stringently. The government wants expeditious correction of deficiencies in university systems found through audit and prompt negotiations to resolve questioned costs.
Two additional efforts are under way to improve the government-university relationship while ensuring accountability.  These are the AAU-NSF Experiment in Post-Award Administration and an exploration by NIH of the fixed obligation grant as an additional mechanism of research support.
The AAU-NSF Experiment in Post-Award Administration
The AAU-NSF Experiment in Post-Award Administration, which has run for about two years in 15 universities, isnaware of the effort  reporting  that A-21 had  been requiring  since  1968, so the  1979 revisions came as a jolting surprise to them. Finally,  some faculty made exaggerated claims about the requirements of the revised A-21.
